Prevention of and medical therapy for atrial arrhythmias in heart failure.
A large proportion of heart failure patients suffer from atrial arrhythmias, prime amongst them being atrial fibrillation (AF). Ventricular dysfunction and the syndrome of heart failure can also be a concomitant pathology in up to 50% of patients with AF. However this association is more than just due to shared risk factors, research from animal and human studies suggest a causal relationship between AF and heart failure. There are numerous reports of tachycardia-induced heart failure where uncontrolled ventricular rate in AF results in heart failure, which is reversible with cardioversion to sinus rhythm or ventricular rate control. However the relationship extends beyond tachycardia-induced cardiomyopathy. Optimal treatment of AF may delay progressive ventricular dysfunction and the onset of heart failure whilst improved management of heart failure can prevent AF or improve ventricular rate control. Prevention and treatment of atrial arrhythmias, and in particular atrial fibrillation, is therefore an important aspect of the management of patients with heart failure. This review describes the incidence and possible predictors of AF and other atrial arrhythmias in patients with heart failure and discusses the feasibility of primary prevention. The evidence for the management of atrial fibrillation in heart failure is systematically reviewed and the strategies of rate versus rhythm control discussed in light of the prevailing evidence.